Words as coin, words as leaves: the two images, connected through good usage guided by "sense," are embedded in Pope's associations and language. But as artificial or arbitrary signifiers, neither money as units of capital, nor words as units of language, stand absolutely or naturally for particular things or virtues. Instead, words and wealth (whether land, gold, credit, or paper currency) take on meaning and value through social convention and action. Various uses and usages within each semiotic system may be judged proper or improper.3 Furthermore, the two systems have always been, on one level, perfectly interchangeable at no discount. As Fernand Braudel, eminent historian of capitalism and material economy, points out: "As soon as men had known how to write and had had coins to handle they had replaced cash with written documents, notes, promises and orders. Notes and cheques between market traders and bankers were known in Babylon twenty centuries before the Christian era. Gold, the traditional currency, is less cumbersome than wealth in kind, the production of goods themselves, such as hogsheads of wine or bellowing oxen. Even so, the bribe of golden guineas taken by the "old Patriot," more fully described in Pope's note, is discovered when the hypocrite leaves the King's closet and descends the back stairs. (We might recall, too, that a bribe itself involves a verbal or written promise, in this case to make an insincere speech aimed at gaining William III more money.) The Patriot's purse splits, out drops a guinea, and the coin betrays him to his Party by actually speaking, And gingling down the back-stairs, told the crew, "Old Cato is as great a Rogue as you."
Although gold is less bulky than physical objects on which we base wealth, it too grows heavy and speaks. It can weigh one down and turn tattle-tale. But Pope carries the parallel of money and words further. The ultimate in silence, and virtually weightless, is the gentle whisper of a paper leaf. Here the fusion of wealth and words, becoming quite complex, centers on writing as well as speech. Paper money is watermarked and inscribed, usually as a promissory note that bears a signature or signatures denoting a guarantee, someone's or some government's word of honor that the note can be exchanged for gold or silver at will. (Until recently U.S. notes promised in writing to pay the bearer on demand the stated sum in silver.) Paper money represents a bill or real debt, which the holder may claim any time. Its denomination refers to the amount written in words and accompanied by a signature, for as with personal checks, numbers can be altered with ease. Words paper and ink-become the least bulky of all currencies, the well-languaged form of riches and deceit: In 1694, when Pope was six years old, the Bank of England introduced government paper notes. All Europe admired the innovation.8 Pope seems to have the Bank notes uppermost-though not exclusively-in mind, especially since the episode of the speaking guinea occurred in 1698 and immediately precedes the apostrophe to money's "last and best supply!" Paper credit in its general sense already had a long history for personal and bank debts. As Tapwell sneers at the prodigal Wellborn in Massinger's A New Way to Pay Old Debts, "You grew the common borrower; no man 'scap'd / Your paper-pellets" (1.1). For centuries, writing was a sign of not having actual coinage, gold, silver, or copper, in hand. Government bank notes emerged by a process of evolution sped up in late seventeenth-century England.9 But paper notes, in denominations too large for the great mass of the populace to find practicable or even to possess, retained a mysterious aura decades after their first appearance. Echoing Paul (2 Thess. 2:7), Bolingbroke spoke of the establishment of public credit as a "whole mystery of iniquity." "Even in 1752," notes Braudel, "a man of the intellectual calibre of David Hume . . . spoke of 'that new invention of paper money' when the Bank of England had been issuing notes since it was founded in 1694."'10 Suspicion and discomfort clung to this novel way of writing value.
But beyond his ironic paean to paper credit, more specifically to England's new paper notes, Pope transforms paper wealth into Sibylline leaves. (Eighty-five years later Coleridge would choose the same phrase as the title of his 1817 collection of poems.) The Sibylline Books, or at least three of the original nine, were consulted by Roman officials in time of state emergency. The Sibyl at Cumae was of course the poet(ess) who wrote prophecies on her leaves and cast them to the winds. In a single simile, A leaf, like Sibyl's, [shall] scatter to and fro Our fate and fortunes, as the winds shall blow, Pope connects writing, the prophecy of empires, leaves, words, paper money, wind, flying, corruption, and, through a note of his own, refers the whole to Virgil. As Maynard Mack stresses, here is "'fortune-hunting' of another kind," where "the evocation .., of the palm leaves on which the Cumaean sibyl was reputed to scratch her prophecies . . . strikes a note that vibrates through the poem."'1 At first Whenever and wherever paper money was introduced, many found its nature and influence positively satanic. "If most contemporaries found money a'difficult cabbala to understand,'" says Braudel, "this type of money, money that was not money at all, and this interplay of money and mere writing to a point where the two became confused, seemed not only complicated but diabolical."'2 The invention of paper money in Goethe's Faust (2), which so greatly aids the Emperor, is one of Should all this be read as Pope's pure indictment of government notes? Contemporary moralists routinely damned speculation, credit, paper money, and banking. Yet Pope skirts this group of nay-sayers, at least to some degree. He and Bathurst seem resigned to the relatively new phenomenon of paper money; its tide is irreversible.'4 But more importantly, Pope recognizes how money in the form of the written word can be misused with particular ease and stealth. Intent to keep an eye peeled for the end or uses to which wealth is put, whether in goods, gold, or paper, he is painfully aware how paper especially-that is, writing-offers opportunities for an empire without bound of deception and avarice, whether in notes, stock speculation, or even conveyances and wills drawn up by attorneys (which appear prominently in his notes at several junctures). As Braudel warns, "Money was indeed a miraculous agent of exchange, but it was also a confidence trick serving the privileged."'5 If great advantage lay in paper money and credit, so did great treachery and betrayal of public trust.
Like words that connote values such as goodness or honesty, money-especially paper money-merely signifies. As a medium it is so transparent or invisible it can be "Pregnant with thousands" but still "flits . . . unseen" (echoing the earlier line: "Oh! that such bulky Bribes as all might see"). The powerful paper scraps should not be strictly identified nor equated with wealth or capital. But a society can easily develop a monetary economy based on paper rather than on actual wealth. For example, it has been estimated that the amount of metal on deposit at the Bank of England by the end of the seventeenth century was a mere 7 percent of the outstanding value of paper notes-not 50 percent, as some contemporaries assumed.16 In a manner similar to accepting the face value of paper money or bonds as representing the true worth of society's production of goods, social usage easily lets words and rumor, not deeds, pass for its members' virtue and reputations. Easy virtue, easy money, easy words: all with more in common than their modifier.
As we have seen, the connection between writing and money had for several centuries been deeply embedded in European financial practices, not through government issue, but in the form of bills, shares, and private banking notes. Pope regards Sir John Blunt as the "great Scriv'ner!" here literally a money writer. Blunt was a key director for the South Sea Company, which tried to buy the national debt, the difference between the Bank of England's reserves in metal and its outstanding paper notes. The debt had in effect been created by writing, and it was now to be resolved by scriveners and paper credit. "The scrivener," Peter Dixon remarks, "combined the functions of estate-agent, broker, money-lender, When Balaam is introduced, "His word would pass for more than he was worth" (line 344). Before his downfall, or perhaps we should say before his meteoric rise, his word was better than his written bond, his language to be trusted to the utmost degree if one were dealing financially. But if worth is the name for virtue, the line inverts its meaning and Balaam becomes a hypocrite or, as in earlier interpretations of him, a false prophet. What happens to Balaam's word is curious. The Epistle to Bathurst intermingles two of the most important and pervasive semiotic systems of society, words and wealth, writing and money, at a time whenduring Pope's own life-they were becoming closely, at times indistinguishably, conjoined. "For money is a language (we too must be forgiven for using a metaphor)," says Braudel; "it calls for and makes possible dialogues and conversations; it exists as a function of these conversations."26 Each system, money and language, is a powerful signifier of value. But behind them both stands the larger quality of Sense, of virtue as human action, the benefit or damage caused by motives directing the use of words and wealth.
As his money grows, his word declines until it descends, like Bond damning the poor, into a curse.21 The whole play on worth and words emerges, moreover, as a possible aural pun. Elizabethan pronunciation makes a final th into t -as in
Virtue is thus far more than the mere signifiers of its worth, whether words or paper notes, a syllable or a leaf: virtue becomes what we do with-and, also, inescapably within-the semiotic systems at hand, how we bestow value through motive and acts. This all stands behind what Howard Weinbrot sees as the guiding principle of the poem, how "virtue is not just a word but a concept of active benevolence that has its pattern in heaven and heavenly workings."27 V We can return once more to Sir Balaam, having left him a knight and Director signing endless contracts with the Prince of Air, into whose arms the paper notes and government currency fly, swirling like so many misdirected Sibylline leaves. The modest means belonging to the Man of Ross he distributed in kind to the poor, or employed to raise public works, or to build an aspiring steeple for a church without his name. His works eliminated written money, making scriveners and "vile Attornies" into "an useless race." Sir Balaam, on the other hand, resorts to small coins to do his good works and salve his conscience: "I'll now give six-pence where I gave a groat." Written money was too dear for such charity: having started paper notes with the smallest sum at ?20, the Bank for a time issued ?5 notes but finally settled on ?10 as the lowest denomination. But the Charitable Corporation, in fact, specified forwarding only "small sums" to the industrious poor. 
